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meat made into a hash with a handful of oatmeal. We had
two meals a day, two plates of stew each, cooked by old
Jock Matheson in the huge, faithful and satisfying saucepan,
sooty and heavy and broad-based for an old-fashioned kitchen
range. The saucepan sat somewhat precariously upon an
iron brazier which the guardian angel of one or other of us
had left in the after peak of the Rapid. George found it
there, lying upon its side under buckets and coils of rope, and
brought it ashore. It stood proudly on three legs in an iron
tray. We started the fire in the brazier with slivers of wood
damped with paraffin, and then hung little squares of seal
blubber over the embers on a frame of twisted wire. The
blubber melted and dripped with a crackle on to the
embers below. The drips burnt with a bright smoky flame
that stank and sent up a hovering cloud of little black
smuts. As Matheson stirred his cooking pot over this smelly
greasy little altar he lifted it from time to time so that one of us,
sitting nearby, could drop on to the fire a chunk of blubber
with our hands or with a sharp splint of wood. Sometimes
the chunk of blubber missed the wire frame on which we
meant to drop it and fell into the brazier. When that
happened it was liable to put the fire out and we would have
to light it again. This was at first just a nuisance but later
it became a continually recurring disaster, for we began to
run short of paraffin and matches. When, as always seemed
to be the case, it happened while I was tending the fire I
used to resort to subterfuge to keep the knowledge of the
calamity from Walker and, if I could, from Matheson. But
it was not easy. When a voice said, from the dark interior of
the shelter, " For God's sake go easy on the paraffin there! "
I knew that I had been caught out. When old Matheson
cooked the seal hash over the fire the smoke rose and filled
his beard and hair with black smuts. It filled ours, too, when
we tended it. They hung from our eyebrows and eyelids
and we brushed them away, smearing the soot in streaks
across our faces.